Introduction
In the first halakhah of the last chapter of the Mishneh Torah,2 Maimonides writes:
Let it not enter your mind that in the days of the Messiah any aspect of the regular order of the world will be abolished or some innovation will be introduced into nature; rather, the world follows its accustomed course. The verse in Isaiah, The wolf shall dwell with the lamb, the leopard lie down with the kid is an allegory and metaphor.3 Its meaning is that Israel will dwell in security with the wicked nations of the earth which are allegorically represented as wolves and leopards, as it says (Jer. 5:6): the wolf of the desert ravages them. A leopard lies in wait by their towns. Those nations will all adopt the true religion [dat ha-emet]. They will neither rob not destroy; rather, they will eat permitted foods in peace and quiet as4 Israelites, as it says, the lion, like the ox, shall eat straw. All similar things written about the Messiah are allegories, and in the days of the messianic king everyone will understand which matters were allegories, and also the meaning hinted at by them.5 1 In addition to individuals thanked at specific points below, I would like to thank Avi Kadish, Avram Montag, and David Gillis for their helpful comments on an earlier draft of this essay. What does the expression dat ha-emet mean in this context? In a number of places I have argued that Maimonides means that in the messianic era (or, more accurately, by the time it reaches fruition since it is, after all, a process and not an event)6 all human beings will worship God from a position of absolute spiritual equality.7 Whether Gentiles will convert formally to Judaism,8 they will be absorbed into Israel in some other fashion, or that the distinction will become in some way less important than it is now9 is open to question. What is clear, I maintain, is that the distinction between Jew and Gentile will disappear by the time that the messianic process has reached completion.10 In making this claim, I stand opposed to those who interpret Maimonides in a more particularist fashion, according to whom even at the end of days for Maimonides the Jews will remain God's chosen people, especially beloved, and distinct from the mass of humanity. I also stand opposed to those who might want to read Maimonides in a pluralist fashion, as if he holds that in the messianic era many different paths will lead equally to God.11 Rather, I read him as a messianic universalist.12
